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Manucy: Some Military Affairs in Territorial Florida

SOME MILITARY AFFAIRS IN TERRITORIAL
FLORIDA
by ALBERT C. MANUCY

When the red and gold banner of Spain was
unfurled over the Castillo at St. Augustine on Tuesday morning, July 10, 1821, the Castillo guns roared
a salute. Later in the day the cannon fired again,
and the 23-star flag of the United States was hoisted
above the ramparts beside the Spanish banner. U.
S. troops formed near the Castillo. Again the guns
thundered, and as the echoes died away, Spain’s flag
came slowly down. A detachment from the American force marched over the drawbridge into the
Castillo, where the drums beat the change of guard.
Out from the sally-port marched the Spanish
garrison, past the ranks of the Americans. Both
saluted. Then the American soldiers marched into
the fort, and the military ceremony that officially
placed East Florida in United States hands was
complete.
This pomp and circumstance was a token of the
key part which the military played in Florida during
territorial days. And at St. Augustine the empty
places of the Spanish evacuees were soon filled by
the military forces of the United States, by American civil officials, and “a crowd of adventurers and
prospectors from all parts of the Union. . . .’’1
Castillo de San Marcos, the name of St. Augustine’s great fort, was apparently a jawbreaker for
Americans. In fact, the Castillo had almost become
nameless. When it had to be called something other
than “the Fort”, it was usually “Fort St. Augustine.” Furthermore, it was not customary for U. S.
Note. This paper was read at the joint meeting of the Florida
Historical Society and the Florida Academy of Sciences at
St. Augustine on December 7, 1945.
1. Rerick, Memoirs of Florida, II, 145.
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soldiers to name their forts after saints, as the
Spanish had done. So in January 1825, the War
Department changed the 150-year-old name of the
Castillo to Fort Marion, forgetful of the ironical
fact that Francis Marion was a son of the very
colony against which Castillo de San Marcos had
been built!
Perhaps it was just as well, however, for the old
fortification was now obsolete. It had a high-sounding title-“Arsenal of East Florida,” but there was
really nothing of importance in it. It had become
only a jail and a magazine, whereas it should have
been regarded (in the rather lurid language of the
past century) at least as a safeguard “in a slave
holding country,” affording “a safe asylum to
women and children” in the event of a “servile
insurrection.’’ 2
But the most poetic observation on the condition
of the wonderful old structure was made by - of all
things! - the Grand Jury:
“The Grand Jury recommend . . . to the general
government . . . the national importance of . . . repairs on the fort at St. Augustine . . . The watch
towers at Fort Marion are broken, every day brings
the fissures of its terraces more asunder; its outworks are leaning and tottering to the sea, while the
night bird as she sits in the cranny of its ruins, alone
seems happy in the desolation.
‘‘ (Signed) George Gibbs, Clerk. ’’3
The decades of the 1820’s and 1830’s might almost be regarded as a period of experimentation and
exploration by American soldiers in Florida. The
experimentation came when Congress benevolently
allotted the round sum of $20,000 for repairs to the
2. Am. State Papers, Military Affairs, (Gales & Seaton, 1860)
V. 132-133.
3. Ibid.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol25/iss2/6

2

204

Manucy: Some Military Affairs in Territorial Florida
THE FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Castillo in 1833, and sent Lt. Stephen Tuttle of the
U. S. Engineer Corps to St. Augustine to spend it.
Tuttle's work on the fort, and his efforts to build
a new seawall for St. Augustine were, for him, at
least, an unsatisfactory experiment. Though Tuttle
became no favorite with St. Augustinians, yet his
name ranks today with those of other famous explorers like Léon, Narvaez, and Soto, for Lt. Tuttle
discovered the “dungeon” at the Castillo.
“Some of the arches [in the Fort],” Tuttle reported, “have never been opened or examined by
the troops of the United States.’’4 Then, on July 21,
1833, Lt. Tuttle wrote laconically to the Chief Engineer in Washington: “I have caused three [rooms]
to be opened which had been closed, in one of which
human bones were found . . .” With disappointing
matter-of-factness he added: “[The rooms were]
apparently closed on account of their inutility.’’5
So the story of the “human” bones necessarily
remains obscure, and from our 20th century vantage, we may be sure of only two things: 1) the bone
story, like Topsy, just naturally “growed” in later
years; and 2) if Steve Tuttle had realized how many
thousands of people were going to bump their heads
scrambling into the dungeon he found, he would
forthwith have closed it up again and kept his mouth
shut.
The War Department had other Florida matters
to think about that were considerably more serious,
even though the solution to these other problems
seemed to be equally as mystifying as the blackness
of the Fort dungeon. The big problem was this: the
Seminole Indians were obstructing the white man’s
program of expansion.
4. Lt. Stephen Tuttle to Gen. Charles Gratiot, St. Augustine,
July 3, 1833. (Castillo de San Marcos microfilm.)
5. Id. July 21, 1833.
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Steps were taken to move the Indians out. It was
a job that took strong stomachs on the part of the
negotiators. At the 1823 Treaty of Moultrie, for
instance, Govr. DuVal went home ill-after smoking
the Indian ceremonial pipe. 6
Following the Treaty of Payne’s Landing (1832),
a Seminole inspection party traveled to Arkansas to
look over land where the Government proposed to
move the Seminoles. The Indians did not like the
looks of the Arkansas country. According to one
story, when the white agents asked them why, the
reply was “Ugh! No lightwood.” The Seminoles
had become used to Florida's pitch pine, which will
start a fire in the rain.
The first frankly hostile step of the Seminoles
was the massacre on December 28, 1835, of Major
Dade and practically his entire command, two companies enroute from Fort Brooke (Tampa) to Fort
King (Ocala). The longest, most expensive, most
irritating and bloodiest Indian War the United
States was ever to experience was under way.
Today nothing remains of the frontier ‘‘Indian”
forts of Florida - except possibly a few markers beginning “Here stood-” and some slight evidence
of century-old earthworks. Yet these forts served
their purpose well, both as citadels and as supply
bases in hostile territory.
To build such a fort, you simply obtained a few
hundred trees, cut them in 18-foot lengths, and split
them up the middle. Then you set them in the
ground side by side like a fence, fastened them together with timbers, cut loopholes eight feet from
the ground and built firing steps under the loopholes
for the riflemen. Outside you dug a ditch that
6. Diary of Joshua Nichols Glen. Florida Historical Quarterly
XXIV, 149.
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served as a kind of moat. You hung a strong gate,
and your fort was practically finished.
It was shaped like a triangle, a quadrangle, or
whatever polygonal shape best suited the ground.
Inside the enclosure there were blockhouses to
house troops and supplies.
“Fancy then,” writes a contemporary, “such a
stockade fort. People it with a few hundred soldiers
in jacket uniforms of faded sky-color with white
facings, sadly dimmed with dirt (infantry), some in
darker blue, bestriped with red (artillery); a few
adorned with the more showy yellow (Dragoons);
and still another few in the somber green of the
rifles. Fancy these men lounging about or standing
in groups, in slouched attitudes and slouchingly
attired-a few of tidy aspect with pipe-clayed belts
and bayonets by their sides, on sentry, or forming
the daily guard-some half-score of slattern women,
their laundress-wives, mingling here and there an
officer hurrying along, distinguished by his darkblue undress frock (an American officer is rarely
to be seen in full uniform-still more rarely when
on campaigning service, as in Florida) - half-adozen gentlemen in civilian garb - visitors or nonmilitary attaches of the fort - a score of less gentlelooking - sutlers, beef contractors, drovers, butchers,
guides, hunters, gamblers, and idlers - some negro
servants and friendly Indians-perhaps the pompous commissioner himself. Fancy all these before
you with the star-spangled flag waving above your
head, and you have the coup d’oeil that presented
itself as I rode into the gateway of Fort King.’’7
Before long, Maj. Gen. Winfield Scott came personally to Florida to assume command of operations.
The arrival of Gen. Scott shifted the movements of
war far to the south. Scott planned to converge on
7. Mayne Reid, Osceola (London, 1859).
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the Indians with three wings of the army-left,
right, and center. But his plan failed. The Indians
refused to attack, the climate was hard on the
soldiers, and it was not easy to fight Indians in
Indian country.
Gen. Scott, weary and discouraged, returned to
St. Augustine in May with a sizeable problem. The
enlistment term of his militia was up, and he was
left with only a skeleton force. To St. Augustine
citizens, the blackness of each night seemed to be
filled with threatening Indian forms, and they urged
the General to provide protection. How could he do
it without men? Nobody would enlist.
Just one hundred years earlier, Spanish Governor Montiano had come up against the same trouble.
Nobody would enlist for Florida service, complained
Montiano, on account of “the horror they feel whelp
they even hear the name of Florida.’’8 Even today,
Florida does not always strike a responsive chord
in the breasts of soldiers who are perforce stationed
in Florida camps.
But to get back to Gen. Scott: Even though they
would not enlist in his army, Florida citizens became
more and more critical of this general whose campaign had just failed. Finally, angry over the reduction of his forces, sick in body, disgruntled over his
own impending removal, Scott issued famous
“Order No. 48,” which reflected rather severely on
the courage and character of the East Florida citizens. “Old Fuss and Feathers,” Scott was called,
and in the turmoil that followed Order No. 48, he
found relief only by relinquishing his command to
Gen. Eustis, and leaving St. Augustine on May 30,
1836.
The men who succeeded Scott did little better.
In the fall of 1837, fighting was still going on.
8. Manuel de Montiano to Diego de Penalosa, St. Augustine,
Jan. 19, 1747. (AI 86-6-71, Castillo microfilm.)
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Gen. Hernandez, commanding the East Florida
militia, captured King Philip, the most important of
the East Florida chiefs. Philip was brought to Fort
Marion, and Philip’s son Wildcat came to St. Augustine to talk his father out of jail. Gen. Hernandez
sent Wildcat back to Osceola to arrange for a parley.
The Indians assembeld about six miles south of
St. Augustine, and there, on October 21, 1837,
American forces surrounded the whole band, including Osceola, Wildcat, and some seventy-one warriors, women, and Negroes, who were all brought to
prison cells in Fort Marion.
St. Augustinians were rather uneasy over the
presence of so many of the Seminole leaders within
the city. An Army officer told a friend that “A few
nights ago, the Indians had a dance in the fort; the
whoops and yells alarmed the city-the Mayor ran
to General Jesup and hoped that he would send for
more troops, for Osceola would take the city before
daylight. The Indians, ” said the officer confidently,
“are secure and do not dream of escape.’’9
But the mayor was the closer to right, for on the
night of November 29, 1837, twenty Indian prisoners led by Wildcat did escape from Fort Marion.
The war was not to end until Wildcat was
recaptured.
Army men learned wholesome respect for Indian
tactics. As one gentleman told Congress, “One
thing is certain, [the Seminoles] . . . were like the
Irishman’s flea . . . ’’10 Do you know the story about
the Irishman’s flea? - whenever you put your finger
upon him, he is no longer there.
In spite of insects and Indians, Florida during
9. Dr. Samuel Forry to Lt. Phelps, Oct. 31, 1837 in Florida
Historical Quarterly, VII, no. 1, p. 95.
10. Statement of Territorial Delegate Charles Downing of St.
Augustine as reported in the National Intelligencer, Jan.
25, 1838.
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the 1830’s held fascination for both its visitors and
inhabitants. The same preacher who complained of
the peculiar scent of the Florida cucaracha rhapsodized over Negro plantation singing in Florida
moonlight. As for the soldiers, here is a description
of an 1836 Christmas in camp at the Haulover on
Indian River, written by a military man:
“We revelled upon Gopher soup and whiskey
toddy, which were the chief luxuries that graced our
board. By the bye; as regards Gopher Soup, no
epicure in the world but would smack his lips could
he only get a taste of this rare dish, known only in
Florida; and the whiskey toddy was highly relished
also, to judge by the quantity that we stowed away;
though its chief recommendation was, the fact of its
being the only liquor that was fashionable at Camp
Haulover. . . . Though unable to boast any very
great variety of viands yet we had in abundance
what was even better-a ‘feast of reason and flow of
soul’. Music too lent its charm to enliven the
day . . .”
One officer was appropriately labeled the
“nightingale in the wilderness’’, and the men sang
to guitar accompaniment; and “when ‘Cigars and
Cognac’was sung every man in camp disclosed the
development of tune in his cranium in a most stentorian manner; much to the dismay of all the sedate
owls within hearing, who manifested a strong disapprobation by the most approved manner of
hooting.” 11
The war gradually dragged on to a close. Some
2,000 Indians were rounded up and sent west by
1838, and thereafter, as small parties could be captured or prevailed upon, they were likewise transported to Arkansas. The Seminoles remaining, few
11. J. R.. Mott. MS diary in St. Augustine Historical Society
Library.
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in number, were thus able to strike and run with.
greater ease. In 1839 and 1840 there were several
Indian raids almost within shouting distance of St.
Augustine.
Finally, Wildcat again fell prisoner-this time
in irons. Within forty days, he was told, his people
must surrender themselves, or on that fortieth day,
he would hang from a yardarm.
This time there was no escape for Wildcat. As
his transport moved away from a west coast port,
with the women and children weeping, the men in
sullen silence, Wildcat (according to historian Reynolds) was standing in the stern, gazing at the
receding shore. “I am looking,” he said, “at the
last pine tree on my land.“ 12
This was a war that had cost the United States
well over twenty million dollars and close to 2,000
fatalities. Some 4,000 Indians had been moved to
Arkansas-or killed. About 300 Seminoles were left
in Florida.
But, with the shadow of the Indian gone, the way
was clear for Florida development as part of the
United States. That national development was
symbolized by the outlines of Florida’s strong, new
seacoast forts.
There was a new nationalism sweeping the
country, and to defend these American shores a vast
system of seacoast fortifications from Maine to
Louisiana was planned and by 1845 was well under
way. For the capture of Washington City in the
War of 1812 was a bitter memory, and Jackson’s
brave victory at New Orleans only pointed the need
for adequate defense. Problems arose to the south
of Florida. Texas was a question. The U. S. was
12. C. B. Reynolds, Old St. Augustine. (St. Augustine, 1885) p.
117.
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beginning to realize that she had a part to play in
world affairs.
So Fort Clinch at Fernandina, Forts McRee,
Pickens and Barrancas at Pensacola, Fort Taylor at
Key Kest - all were partial answers to the problems.
And exactly 99 years ago this month, work began on
the greatest fortification of all-giant Fort Jefferson, guardian of the Tortugas islands in the Gulf of
Mexico. Past the Tortugas every year went 325
million dollars in U. S. trade; 60 million in California gold was shipped annually through the Gulf to
the East less than a decade after Florida entered the
Union.
At St. Augustine, even ancient Castillo de San
Marcos was modernized, fitted with a new set of
guns. So once more the Castillo was made ready,
and it was indeed fitting that the old landmark
should again be prepared for service on the eve of
Florida’s entry into the Union as the twentyseventh State.
Bibliographical note: This paper, though representing no
profound research, is nevertheless in large part based upon
primary sources. The list of materials used: K. T. Abbey, Florida, Land of Change (Chapel Hill, 1941); J. N. Glenn, “A Memorandum or Journal of the First Part of My Life” (St. Augustine,
1823); A. C. Manucy, “Great Men and Great Events” (St.
Augustine, 1939); Letter, Montiano to Penalosa (St. Augustine,
Jan. 19, 1747); J. R. Motte, MS. Diary of (St. Augustine Historical Society); National Intelligencer, Feb. 5 and 23, 1838;
K. W. Porter, “Seminole Flight from Fort Marion,” Florida
Historical Quarterly, v. XXII, no. 3; Mayne Reid, Osceola
(London, 1859); Letter, Tuttle to Gratiot (St. Augustine, July
21, 1833); R. W. Young, “Fort Marion, St. Augustine, Florida,
1821-1842” (St. Augustine, 1934).
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